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President Vicente Fox Quesada has initiated a stormy national debate with his proposal for a
comprehensive review of the Mexican Constitution. In a speech on Feb. 5, the 84th anniversary of
the signing of the Mexican Constitution, Fox called on Congress to review the law of the land "from
top to bottom."
Academics and political leaders have proposed drastic changes to the Constitution in recent years,
but those proposals have been ignored by previous administrations and by Congress, dominated
by the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI). Proponents of change have argued that the
Constitution is full of holes and inadequately defines the division of power between the executive
and legislative branches.
Fox attempted to address some of these arguments while offering his proposals for constitutional
reforms, including a greater balance of power between the executive and legislative branches. "We
have a democratic society but too many authoritarian institutions," Fox said. "This contradiction
must be resolved." Fox's plan would change the Constitution to allow Congress to impeach the
president and give the legislative branch a greater role in approving Cabinet appointments. It
would also recognize the rights of Mexico's 10 million indigenous people, allow Mexicans residing
in other countries to vote, combat electoral fraud, and allow for referendums on issues of national
importance.
The president also called for constitutional ratification of any international human rights legislation
signed by Mexico. Some analysts say some changes sought by Fox had been presented during
earlier consultations like the state-reform forum at the Seminario del Castillo de Chapultepec in
January 1996. "Proposals for indirect and direct consultations such as referendums, plebiscites, and
popular initiatives were discussed at length during this conference," said columnists Humberto Rios
and Heliodoro Cardenas in the weekly news magazine Milenio Semanal.

Strong opposition from PRI and some PAN factions
Analysts agree Fox could face an uphill battle promoting comprehensive changes to the Constitution
because of strong opposition from the long-governing PRI and from some factions of the president's
conservative Partido Accion Nacional (PAN). "Even the most fervent supporters of constitutional
reform know that the effort will require precise agreements and true national consensus beyond
simple parliamentary arithmetic and the willingness of the president to propose these changes,"
said columnist Alfredo Sanchez Rebollo of the daily newspaper La Jornada.
Still, analysts say a comprehensive review of the Constitution has a greater chance during the Fox
administration than during any recent PRI-led administration. "The political climate in Mexico
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today is very different from the Mexico of recent years," said Juan Jose Hinojosa, a columnist for the
weekly news magazine Proceso, referring to the pluralistic Congress. "What was once monolithic is
now a mosaic." Fox's toughest challenge will be to gain converts among the PRI, which has criticized
the plan as unnecessarily divisive. "By considering this proposal, we would deepen the divisions in
our country and compromise our principles," said PRI president Dulce Maria Sauri Riancho. "Our
republic needs reasons to unify our citizens, not excuses for confrontation."
The PRI, however, has not ruled out participating in discussions to amend the Constitution as long
as the Congress proceeds with caution. "We will enter these discussions without hesitation, but
also without any need to hurry," said PRI Sen. Fidel Herrera Beltran, chair of the legislative affairs
committee (Comision de Estudios Legislativos) in the upper house.
The Constitution went through a series of minor changes during the 71-year tenure of the PRI.
With the party controlling the presidency and having overwhelming majorities in both houses of
Congress and in most state legislatures, the PRI pushed through roughly 400 modifications to the
Constitution since its inception in 1917.
In recent years, modifications opened up private investment in Mexico's satellite system and
railroads (see SourceMex, 1995-02-01), and increased the autonomy for the Comision Nacional de
Derechos Humanos (CNDH), the government- sponsored human rights agency (see SourceMex,
1999-06-30). The PAN is divided on the issue, with many legislators concerned that the president's
strong push for constitutional changes could affect the ongoing effort to reform the political system.
"We do not oppose the proposal to make comprehensive constitutional changes," said PAN Deputy
Maria Teresa Gomez Mont. "What we don't want is to endanger the state-reform initiatives,
especially if these become contingent on first approving an overhaul of the Constitution."
Deputy Felipe Calderon Hinojosa, who heads the PAN delegation in the Chamber of Deputies, also
urged Congress to move slowly on any constitutional revision, but he said the timing was right for a
review of the law of the land. "This is a very attractive proposal that must be viewed in the context of
strengthening our institutions to meet our national challenges," said Calderon. Fox finds strongest
support from the left Fox has received his strongest support from the left, particularly the center-left
Partido de la Revolucion Democratica (PRD).
PRD legislators said their party had been pushing for this type of review since the administration
of former President Carlos Salinas de Gortari, who was able to circumvent the Constitution to
implement changes that hurt the poor. "There are similarities between Vicente Fox's proposal and
the PRD's ideas regarding revising the text of the Constitution," said Marti Batres Guardarrama,
leader of the PRD delegation in the Chamber of Deputies.
The Confederacion Nacional Campesina (CNC), a long-time ally of the PRI, has broken with the
party on this issue and joined the PRD in pushing for a comprehensive reform of some parts of
the Constitution. CNC director Heladio Ramirez Lopez sees this as an opportunity to strengthen
Article 27 of the Constitution against neoliberalism and globalization, which have impoverished
small-scale farmers. Ramirez was referring in particular to policies implemented during the Salinas
administration that eliminated price controls and opened the door for corporations to acquire
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properties from communal farms, or ejidos. "We can say with great certainty that the reforms
implemented in 1992 failed to meet expectations because the agricultural sector is in a deep crisis
and members of communal farms are more impoverished," said Ramirez.

Plan also endorsed by business community
On the other side, some members of the business community see an opportunity to change
the Constitution to promote greater market-opening opportunities. The Asociacion Mexicana
de Energia Electrica (AMEE) urged the removal of barriers preventing the influx of private
investment in such areas as water distribution and electricity. In addition, the Congress could write
a Constitution where domestic fuel supplies are guaranteed at "reasonable prices," the AMEE said.
The Camara Nacional de la Industria de Transformacion (CANACINTRA) also supported the
proposal to revise the Constitution, but was less specific about its demands. "To generate a climate
friendly to investment, we must ensure a state where everyone's rights are respected," said
CANACINTRA president Raul Picard. "This is sufficient to attract investment." Fox's proposal
would also incorporate indigenous rights into a new Constitution.
Former president Ernesto Zedillo used the Constitution as an excuse to reject the San Andres
accords negotiated by representatives of his government and the Ejercito Zapatista de Liberacion
Nacional (EZLN). Zedillo said indigenous communities did not require special rights because the
Constitution grants equal rights to all Mexicans. Fox's push to include indigenous rights in a revised
Constitution coincides with a scheduled debate on indigenous- rights in the Congress sometime in
March or April.
EZLN leaders have emphasized that passage of indigenous-rights legislation is necessary for peace
talks to resume in Chiapas (see SourceMex, 2001-01-31). The EZLN has long promoted the revision
of the Mexican Constitution. This point was brought up by the rebels during their initial uprising in
Chiapas in 1994. Some critics of the Fox initiative question the president's motives.
Columnist Carlos Rojas of the daily newspaper La Cronica de Hoy sees the proposal as just
another of Fox's many public-relations ploys. "The president's announcement on Constitutional
changes had the same purpose as many of his other pronouncements: to gain space in the media,"
said Rojas. "Perhaps Fox was trying to draw attention away from other urgent problems like
Chiapas, the impact of a US recession on our country, or the dire poverty still afflicting millions
of Mexicans." (Sources: Associated Press, Reuters, 02/05/01; The News, 02/06/01; El Financiero,
02/06/01, 02/07/01; Reforma, 02/06- 08/01; La Cronica de Hoy, 02/06/01, 02/09/01; El Economista,
02/06-09/01; CNI en Linea, 02/05/01, 02/11/01; Notimex, 02/06/01, 02/11/01; El Universal, Novedades,
02/06-08/01, 02/12/01; Proceso, 02/11/01; Milenio Semanal, 02/12/01; La Jornada, 02/06-09/01,
02/14/01)

-- End --
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